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Washington wonders if papal
plot is Soviet Watergate

As charges mount against
Bulgarians, US specialists
speculate whether KGB and
Andropov are also involved

" By Paul Henze
Special to The Christian Science Monitor
Washington

The so-called ‘‘Bulgarian connection’ is
getting a keen eve in Washington.

Officially, there is silence here about the
mounting evidence of Bulgarian sponsor-
ship of the Mayv 1981 attempt op the life of
Pope John Paul II.

But privately. more and more United
States officials. analysts, and congressmen
are inclined to endorse views expressed by
Richard Pipes. retiring National Security |
Council Soviet specialist. that *‘to me the'
evidence is very strong.” In a cable TV in-
terview last weekend, be added that he
found it hard to see how a Bulganan con-
spiracy could have been developed without
KGB encouragement.

1t is this potential KGB involvement —
and the implications for Soviet leader Yuri'
Andropov. its former boss - that is attract-
ing particular attention.

Italian Defense Minister Lelio Lagorio’s
comments this week were foliowed care-
fullv. Mr. Lagorio minced no words. And
those versed in intelligence matters put spe-
cial weight on his revelation that the Italian
security services noted a marked upsurge of
Bulgarian coded communications at the
time of the attack on the Pope.

A similar surge of Bulgarian communi-
cations took place during the kidnapping of
US Gen. James L. Dozier last winter. Mr.
Lagorio told the 1talian Parliament Dec. 20.
Professionals consider such intercept data,
seldom revealed publicly, prime evidence of
clandestine involvement.

But if the Builgarians were involved can
the Russians be far behind?

It would be hard to find a.Soviet or East
European specialist in Washington to argue
that the Bulgarians could bave been acting
on their own. Bulgaria is the only East Euro-
pean country whose relations with the Rus-
sians have never been strained by popular
revolt or by leaders wanting to go their own
way. The KGB is known to have almost as
much confidence in Bulgarian intelligence
operatives as it has in its own men.

For the 15 years until the spring of 1981,

the KGB was headed by the new Soviet lead-
er. Yuri Andropov. The specter the London

Economist raised in its issue of Dec. 11 —
“the ghost of reasoned suspicion” that
Andropov could have been the ultimate ar-
chitect of the piot against the Pope — takes
on a great deal more substance in light of

“the latest pews from Rame,

‘““The Soviets already have their Viet-
nam,” declares a former high US govern-
ment official. *‘Afghanistan is at least as in-
tractable a problem for them as Vietnam
was for us. Now it looks as if they have a
Watergate on their hands too.”

The Watergate scandal of the early 1970s,
which was entirely an internal US affair,
pales beside a scheme to assassinate the
worid’s most prestigious religious leader.
How serious could the implications be for
Mr. Andropov, newly risen to Brezhnev's
mantle? That is a question Washington is
only beginning to weigh.

When new information first began to flow
from Rome, a few journalists speculated
that anti-Andropov elements in Moscow
might be feeding it in ap effort to undermine
him. This now seems unlikely.

Italian security interrogators nearly a year
ago. This intelligent young Turk was appar-
ently reluctant to say much very fast; he
may still have been hoping to be rescued.
But in September be identified his Bulgar-
ian supporters from photographs Italian of-
ficials showed him. -

- Meanwhile, the Italians had been getting
a rich harvest of information from Luigi
Scricciolo, a union official arrested in Feb-
ruary 1982 who confessed to having been a
Bulgarian agent in contact with the Red Bri-

gades. He also confirmed Bulgarian interest .
-in the kidnapping of General Dozier. This

kind of information built up over a year
could hardly have been contrived by oppo-

‘nents of Andropov.

Like Richard Nixon in Watergate,
Andropov may have no one to blame for his
current predicament but himself. And he
may be compounding:it by his -etforts to -
cloud the situaton.Under -such circum-:
stances, the appetites of potential rivals in
the Kremlin could be whetted.

“That depends on how Western leaders
react,” says one Washington specialist. *‘If
they look the other way, ask no embarrass-
ing questions. and display eagerness to get
back to talking détente, Andropov will tough
it out and nobody in Moscow will have the
guts to challenge him. He could come out of
this stronger than ever.

Will the excitement simply die down?

No one in Washington is sure. The 1tal-
ians, who get high marks from security ex-
perts for their determined pursuit of this
case, show no inclination to play down the
implications of what they bave learned or to
drop the leads they have opened up. What
has come out-of Italy has .already made
clear the fact that the plot against the Pope
was only the most dramatic facet of a web of
conspiracy that included support of the Red
Brigades and direct anti-American actions.
Mr. Scricciolo bas made clear that the aim
was to destabilize Italy and render it useless
to the Western alliance.

A small group of Turkey experts is also
watching closely. The Bulgarian role in sup-
porting terrorism and encouraging drug
trafficking and arms smuggling in Turkey is
well known. Mr. Agca, this group bopes,
may also talk about his earlier activities in
Turkey. Several men linked with him have
recently been extradited to Turkey and Italy
trom Germany and Switzeriand.

Analysts who foliow Soviet propaganda
are struck by indications of deep concernon

! the Soviet side. Over the past weekend the :
¢ Soviet news agency Tass. in somewbat fran- |
Mehmet Ali Agca began opening up to -

tic tashion, repeated three times a state- |
ment dismissing implications of Soviet in- |
volvement in the plot aginst the Pope as “‘a
campaign totally steeped in lies.” It
claimed the US is trying to cover up its own i
support of violence at home and abroad. -
This is not the first time such Soviet ac-
cusations have been made. While the Pope
was recovering from Agca’s bullets in June
1981, the Soviet-sponsored Italian language
magazine Oggi printed a story implying that:

_ the US had tried to kdill the Pope to punish’

him for failing to support US Middle East
peace efforts. Every few weeks since, in ob-
scure publications apparently ready to pub-
lish disinformation for a price, allegations
of neo-Nazi or CIA connecnons (standard
KGB fare) have appeared
Paul Henze, a former staff member
‘of the ‘National Security Council. has ',
‘been making a-detafied study of the plot ,’
against the Pope. He has traveled sev''
eral times to Italy and Turkey where, "
. among other things, bhe has interviewed
Agca’s family and friends.
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